
Differences of Reversed Squares

A mathematician was bored during a long train ride from
Upstate New York to New York City. Having a little notebook
and a pencil always handy, she began to scribble the following:

(1) What is the mathematician investigating here?

(2) Can you find patterns when you continue her investigation
for 2-digit numbers? For 3-digit numbers? For numbers of any
amount of digits?

(3) The differences above (297 and 792) are divisible by 99.
What about the differences of reversed squares for any 2-digit
number? What about 3-digit numbers? What about numbers
with any amount of digits?
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Prepare a presentation of your work in writing. Imagine you
would be sharing your discoveries at a conference for
mathematicians at which you are required to prove all your
claims.

You might want to review some basic algebra with respect to
differences of squares.

Besides the questions above, what interesting questions could
you make up for the bored mathematician as an extension to
this problem?
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Differences of Reversed Squares

Suggested Grade Span

9–12

Task

A mathematician was bored during a long train ride from Upstate New York to New York City.
Having a little notebook and a pencil always handy, she began to scribble the following:

(1) What is the mathematician investigating here?

(2) Can you find patterns when you continue her investigation for 2-digit numbers? For 3-digit
numbers? For numbers of any amount of digits?

(3) The differences above (297 and 792) are divisible by 99. What about the differences of
reversed squares for any 2-digit number? What about 3-digit numbers? What about numbers
with any amount of digits?

Prepare a presentation of your work in writing. Imagine you would be sharing your discoveries
at a conference for mathematicians at which you are required to prove all your claims.

You might want to review some basic algebra with respect to differences of squares.

Besides the questions above, what interesting questions could you make up for the bored
mathematician as an extension to this problem?
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Context

This problem is actually a true story. I was bored on a train ride and did play with differences of
reversed squares. The problem is posed in the authentic context of a mathematician. I feel
students place themselves in such a role. So in this case, mathematics forms a context for
itself. Another point is that in the 1989 NCTM Standards, Number Theory is not officially
recommended as a strand continuing in high school. I hope that this task will demonstrate that
there is value in working on this.

What This Task Accomplishes

This task employs algebra to show one’s findings in general. Rules of divisibility must be
employed in their algebraic forms in order to generalize. Also the student must represent the
place value system algebraically. Proof is required.

What the Student Will Do

Students will be able to experiment and look for patterns, develop conjectures about numbers,
test them and prove them using the algebraic representation of the place value system.

Time Required for Task

This problem is best assigned independently over a period of time. Some class time (about 40
minutes) is recommended to start up the problem and to debrief the work at the end. Time for
the debriefing will depend on how you structure it.

Teaching Tips

Many students will want to investigate the numbers first. The use of a calculator or computer
spreadsheet is highly recommended. During this work students often come to understand the
problem and are convinced that a difference of reversed squares is always divisible by 99.
Some students will be satisfied with this. They will say such things as “I have tried it for random
numbers and it always works.” One way to counter this is to ask them if they think it works for a
number consisting of 100 digits. Ask them to show you. Their calculators cannot do this, of
course. To do pencil and paper division would take them hours.

You may need to help students to represent a number in its algebraic form consistent with the
place value system. For larger numbers, scientific notation for the place value makes the
algebra more manageable. You may also need to review how to factor the difference of two
squares. Find out from your students what other previous knowledge they will need to recall.
You may need to review or establish methods of proof, particularly mathematical induction if
you wish to have students get to the most general case.

4 of 13
Differences of Reversed Squares

Copyright 2007, Exemplars, Inc. All rights reserved.



Suggested Materials

A scientific calculator or a spreadsheet is handy for exploration.

Possible Solutions

Differences of squares in which the order of the digits of the first number are reversed to get the
second number are always divisible by 99.

Examples: 212 - 122 = 441 - 144 = 297 = 3 x 99
312 - 132 = 961 - 169 = 792 = 8 x 99
412 - 142 = 1681 - 196 = 1485 = 15 x 99

The case of two digits is proved as follows:
[10a + b]Ô - [10b + a]Ô = [10a + b + 10b + a] [10a + b - 10b - a] =
[11a + 11b] [9a - 9b] = 99[aÔ - bÔ]
Note how one factor is divisible by 11 and the other by 9.

The case for differences of three-digit reversed squares goes similarly:
[100a + 10b + c]Ô - [100c + 10b + a]Ô =
[101a + 20b + 101c] [99a - 99c] =
99 [101a + 20b + 101c] [a - c]
Note how one of the factors is divisible by 99.

One could continue to prove cases ad infinitum, but since this is a never-ending job we need a
better way. Let’s consider the following conjecture:

It appears that if one continues this pattern of proof that the difference of reversed squares, xÔ -
xrÔ, has either one of its factors divisible by 11 and the other by nine or one of its factors
divisible by 99 and the other factor relatively prime. This means that xÔ - xrÔ is divisible by (10 +
1) (10 - 1) = 10Ô - 1. It can be shown that this works in bases other than 10 as well. It is true in
general that for any base b, xbÔ - xb,rÔ is divisible by bÔ - 1.

The problem can be extended to differences of reversed cubes as well: xÕ - xrÕ is divisible by
27. The binomial theorem is quite useful here. Further generalizations of this problem are
possible, but may fall beyond the scope of high school.

Task-Specific Assessment Notes

General Notes
In the pilot task the title was “differences of reverted squares.” It was pointed out that the word
reverted should be replaced by reversed. This correction has been made, but in the student
work you will see a mix of these two words. We apologize for this and we hope this will not be
problematic.
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Novice
The student recognizes differences of two squares and does some calculations. It is not clear
what the student has figured out. There seems to be some understanding and an attempt to
look for patterns.

Apprentice
The student appears to understand the reversing. The student explains attempts to find a
continuing pattern of reversing and states that it could not be found. In communicating, the
student does not distinguish between numbers and digits, making the work hard to follow. In an
answer to question three the student draws a conclusion without proof.

Practitioner
Although this paper lacks clear communication about the work, it is possible to follow the
student’s thinking. It appears that this student becomes convinced that division by 99 works.
Then the student sets out to prove this for two-digit numbers and three-digit numbers using
appropriate algebra to represent the place value system.

Expert
An Expert paper could not be identified. It would require a proof using mathematical induction or
one with another method.
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Novice
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Apprentice
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Apprentice
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Practitioner
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Practitioner
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Expert
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Expert
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